Transferring Your Current Skill Set to the Superintendency 


Let’s start with communication skills. Obviously, they are important to success in any leadership role. Good communication skills can prevent many problems and contribute to the effective resolution of others. However, there is one not-so-subtle difference in the application of communication skills in the superintendency that is less noticeable in other positions throughout the organization.  
In most cases, principals have frequent and ongoing formal and informal interaction with the people in their schools. Superintendents, on the other hand, often are responsible for multiple sites and typically will have less frequent direct interaction with the variety of people for whom they have leadership responsibility. This difference can sometimes create challenges as principals transfer into the new role. Because their contact typically is with a smaller group of people and occurs on a more frequent basis, each principal interaction carries less significance. It also is not as likely to be viewed as carrying a larger more symbolic message. Superintendents, on the other hand, often are located more remotely and interaction with any individual in the organization may be less frequent. Therefore, additional care and thought need to accompany each interaction and the implications of what is communicated must be considered more carefully. Also, there are fewer opportunities to correct misstatements or smooth over an ill timed or insensitive comment.
A second area, problem solving skills, also offers a clear parallel between other leadership roles and the superintendency. The better problem solvers we are, the better the organization is able to operate smoothly and with minimal disruption and distraction. Yet this skill set, too, deserves additional consideration as applied within the superintendency. Often more people are affected by the problems we are attempting to solve.  More people may have an interest in participating in the problem solving process. Also, it is increasingly important that the approach we take not only solves the immediate problem, but also nurtures understanding and problem solving skills in others that allow emerging leaders to increasingly solve problems on their own.
Customer service skills represent yet another aspect of leadership that is generally common to all roles of responsibility in an educational organization. However, for middle levels of management, an inability to satisfactorily respond to a student, staff or a parent concern can be accompanied by an offer to present or appeal the situation to the superintendent. For the most part, superintendents understand the necessity for this option and possess their own skills and background for dealing with these challenges. However, superintendents quickly find that this option has limited availability to them. Board members often struggle when dealing with customer service issues when they reach their level.  Board members may not have much background and experience in the area. They also may not understand the implications of the resolution strategies and outcomes they choose. Further, when board members begin to receive frequent appeals, their attention often turns to questions regarding the leadership acumen of the superintendent.  
A fourth area is understanding and managing strategies and tactics to move the organization forward. Certainly principals and other administrative staff are responsible for implementing, pursuing and evaluating the impact of long term organizational strategies. However, daily responsibilities and tasks in these roles often are more tactical in nature. If focus on strategic initiatives of the organization begins to wander, there are others in the organization who are likely to notice and provide the support needed to refocus. In the superintendency the task of remaining focused on and moving important strategies forward not only may not be monitored by others, some people in the organization may be actively resisting or at least hoping that the strategy is abandoned in favor of the status quo. As a result, the development and pursuit of the right strategies and ensuring that organizational tactics are aligned and supportive of key strategies occupies a larger portion of superintendent role responsibilities.
Fifth is the ability to remain calm and focused despite outside pressure, distractions and even conflict. Without question, the ability to remain focused despite everything going on around us is a key contributing skill to leadership success. In the principalship and other administrative roles, the people who we are responsible to lead look to us for assurance during times of bewilderment, confusion and crisis. This same dynamic is at play in the superintendency. However, we also need to be ready to provide crucial support to other leaders in the organization who, while showing courage, resolve and focus to those around them, also need the support and assurance that we are there for them.
The bottom line is that almost every skill required in the superintendency has a parallel in other administrative leadership positions in education. However, as you contemplate and eventually make the transition, stay open to learning and remain observant regarding how the skills you already possess may be applied in slightly or, in some cases, significantly different ways. 
